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1. INTRODUCTION
Public spaces have long constituted the lifeblood of 

urban life, functioning as key sites for social interaction, 
economic exchange, political expression, and cultural 
performance (Gehl, 2011; Low, 2017; Whyte, 1980). In 
this study, “public space” is defined as a shared physical 
or hybrid (physical–digital) environment that is publicly 
accessible and collectively used, serving multiple socio-
political, cultural, and economic functions (Carr et 
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ABSTRACT

Introduction: The evolving dynamics of 21st-century cities have 
transformed public spaces into critical arenas where socio-political, 
economic, and cultural processes intersect. Methods: This study adopts a 
qualitative, integrative review methodology combining narrative synthesis 
with elements of systematic mapping. A total of 95 peer-reviewed studies 
(2000–2024) were systematically identified and thematically coded into 
five core themes: inclusive and adaptive urban design, civic identity and 
resistance, participatory governance, spatial inequality, and privatization/
commodification of public commons. Results: Findings reveal that public 
spaces are no longer mere physical environments but function as vital 
platforms for social interaction, economic activity, political expression, and 
community identity. The literature underscores how design, governance, 
and accessibility significantly impact social equity, community cohesion, 
and urban resilience. Discussion: The review highlights several key trends, 
including the growing emphasis on inclusive urban design, participatory 
governance models, and adaptive, multi-use spaces. Persistent challenges 
remain, such as spatial inequality, privatization, and the socio-economic 
marginalization of vulnerable communities. Conclusion: Public spaces must 
be reimagined as dynamic, inclusive commons that foster socio-economic 
vitality and civic engagement. Future urban planning must prioritize 
equitable access and community participation to ensure resilient and just 
urban futures.

al., 1992). For analytical clarity, public spaces can be 
categorized into:

•	 Spaces for recreation and leisure– such as parks, 
playgrounds, greenways, and waterfronts (Chiesura, 
2004);

•	 Spaces for political, cultural, and economic activities 
– such as squares, pedestrianized streets, traditional 
markets, and civic plazas (Mitchell, 2003; Harvey, 2012).

Keywords: Urban Studies, Public Space, Urban Community, Urban Socio-Economics, Placemaking, Spatial Justice, Smart 
Urbanism

♦Kanwal, N.D.S is currently an Independent Researcher, Cyberjaya, Malaysia.

www.horizon-JHSSR.com�
https://doi.org/10.37534/bp.jhssr.2025.v7.nS.id1300.p1-6
mailto:vothanhtuyen@hcmussh.edu.vn
mailto:nayan.kanwal@gmail.com
https://doi.org/10.37534/bp.jhssr.2025.v7.nS.id1300.p1-6
https://doi.org/10.37534/bp.jhssr.2025.v7.nS.id1300.p1-6


Transforming Cities: Public Space and Urban Life

	 Horizon J. Hum. & Soc. Sci. Res. 7 (2): 32 – 39 (2025)	 33

and March 2025. Keywords and Boolean combinations 
included: urban public space, urban communities, socio-
economic change, urban resilience, placemaking, spatial 
justice, inclusive urbanism, and public space governance. 
Filters restricted results to peer-reviewed, English-
language publications between 2000 and 2024, ensuring 
contemporary relevance while capturing two decades of 
theoretical and empirical development. 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Inclusion criteria:

•	 Peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly books, and 
book chapters.

•	 Studies examining relationships between public space 
and urban community life, socio-economic change, or 
governance structures.

•	 Theoretical and empirical contributions relevant to the 
socio-spatial functions of public space.

Exclusion criteria:

•	 Non-peer-reviewed sources such as blogs, media 
articles, and design portfolios lacking socio-theoretical 
framing.

•	 Literature focusing exclusively on technical 
infrastructure without a social context.

Bias Mitigation Strategies
To reduce selection bias, two reviewers 

independently screened all abstracts and full texts, 
resolving discrepancies through discussion (Higgins 
et al., 2019). Reference chaining was used to identify 
additional relevant studies. To enhance transparency and 
reproducibility, the review followed a PRISMA-like four-
phase process—identification, screening, eligibility, and 
inclusion—adapted for qualitative synthesis (Page et al., 
2021).

Data Extraction and Thematic Coding
The initial search yielded over 200 documents, 

which were imported into NVivo 12 for qualitative coding. 
After applying the inclusion criteria, 95 studies were 
retained for in-depth review. Each document was coded 
inductively and deductively, producing five overarching 
thematic categories (Table 1):

1.	 Inclusive and adaptive urban design;
2.	 Civic identity and resistance;
3.	 Participatory governance;
4.	 Spatial inequality;
5.	 Privatization and commodification of public 

commons.

Recognizing these typologies is crucial for 
understanding functional transformation processes, 
especially the trend toward multi-functional integration in 
contemporary urban contexts (Amin, 2008; Madanipour, 
2020).

In the 21st century, public space has emerged not 
merely as a geographical or architectural feature but as 
a multidimensional construct central to the socio-political 
and economic fabric of urban life (Lefebvre, 1991; Massey, 
2005). A confluence of factors—including globalization, 
neoliberal urban governance, technological innovation, 
climate change, and social justice movements—
has dramatically transformed how public space is 
conceptualized, accessed, governed, and experienced 
(Harvey, 2012; Soja, 2010).

Importantly, these processes manifest differently 
across regions. In the Global North, smart technologies 
and placemaking initiatives often dominate policy 
discourse (Townsend, 2013; Greenfield, 2017), while in 
the Global South, issues of basic accessibility, informality, 
and spatial justice remain paramount (Watson, 2009; 
Kombe, 2010). This regional diversity forms an essential 
comparative lens throughout this review, ensuring that 
the analysis moves beyond a Western-centric perspective.

Public spaces are not static; they evolve through 
the interplay of design, governance, and community 
agency. Well-designed and well-managed public spaces 
foster belonging and collective identity, enabling inclusive 
urban citizenship (Gehl, 2011; Jacobs, 1961). Conversely, 
privatization and commodification risk diminishing 
their democratic potential (Sorkin, 1992; Zukin, 2010). 
The subsequent sections examine these dynamics 
through a systematic synthesis of 95 scholarly works, 
generating a framework that connects spatial design, 
urban governance, community engagement, and socio-
economic transformation.

2. METHODS
This review adopts a qualitative, integrative 

methodology combining narrative synthesis with 
elements of systematic mapping to capture the evolving 
role of public space in shaping urban communities 
and socio-economic dynamics. The approach is 
interdisciplinary, engaging literature from urban studies, 
sociology, geography, planning, and political economy, 
to account for the multifaceted nature of public space 
as both a physical and socio-political construct (Grant & 
Booth, 2009; Snyder, 2019).

Literature Search Strategy
A systematic search was conducted in Scopus, Web 

of Science, JSTOR, and Google Scholar between January 
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Table 1. Thematic Dimensions of Urban Public Space Identified in the Literature Review.

Theme Description

Inclusive & Adaptive Urban Design Designing spaces to accommodate diverse users and community needs.

Civic Identity & Resistance Spaces for political activism, cultural identity, and civic engagement.

Participatory Governance Community-driven planning and management models.

Spatial Inequality Unequal distribution and access to quality public spaces.

Privatization & Commodification Commercialization and exclusionary practices in public space use.

Source: Authors, 2025.

Analytical Framework
The synthesis was guided by theoretical lenses 

including Henri Lefebvre’s (1991) “right to the city,” David 
Harvey’s (2012) theory of urbanization and capitalism, 
and Jane Jacobs’ (1961) advocacy of community-based 
urbanism. These perspectives were integrated into a 

conceptual framework mapping the interplay between 
spatial design, governance, community agency, and socio-
economic transformation (Figure 1). This framework 
underpins the Results and Discussion, ensuring coherence 
between thematic synthesis and the paper’s three guiding 
research objectives.

Figure 1. Integrated Analytical Framework for Public Space and Urban Communities. This framework illustrates the 
relationship between global and local drivers, thematic categories synthesized from the literature, mediating factors, 
and intended outcomes, adapted from Lefebvre (1991), Harvey (2012), and Jacobs (1961)

3. RESULTS

3.1 Thematic synthesis of literature
From the qualitative coding of 95 peer-reviewed 

sources (2000–2024), five core thematic categories 
emerged. These themes capture both persistent 
challenges and emerging innovations in the reimagining 
of public space. Importantly, the literature indicates 
that socio-economic and technological changes have 
diversified the uses and meanings of public spaces 
rather than completely restructuring their physical 
forms. Public spaces increasingly integrate multiple 
functions—recreational, political, economic, cultural—
within the same spatial setting, reflecting a shift toward 
multifunctional and hybrid environments (Amin, 2008; 
Madanipour, 2020; Chiesura, 2004).

3.2 Functional diversification vs. structural change
Analysis of case studies reveals that while certain 

global forces—such as digital technologies, urban 
regeneration policies, and pandemic-responsive 

design—affect the use patterns and governance models 
of public spaces, they rarely obliterate the foundational 
functions (e.g., gathering, circulation, recreation). Instead, 
these forces layer new functions upon existing forms, 
producing hybridized spaces that serve multiple roles 
simultaneously (Townsend, 2013; Honey-Rosés et al., 
2020).

For example, a central square in a Global South city 
may function as a daytime produce market, an evening 
performance venue, and a site for political rallies during 
election seasons—illustrating multifunctional integration 
without radical physical restructuring.

4. DISCUSSION
This review reaffirms that public spaces are not static 

or neutral landscapes but dynamic arenas where urban 
life is negotiated, contested, and reimagined (Low, 2017; 
Madanipour, 2020). The shift from viewing public spaces 
solely as physical locales to recognizing them as socially 
constructed terrains reflects a broader transformation 
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in urban studies, particularly in understanding the 
interdependence of design, governance, accessibility, and 
community agency.

4.1. Spatial Justice and Community Agency
The concept of spatial justice (Soja, 2010) offers a 

useful lens to evaluate how urban design and governance 
practices affect different groups. Persistent disparities 
in access to quality public spaces are evident, especially 
in marginalized communities—including low-income 
residents, ethnic minorities, the elderly, and persons with 
disabilities.

Examples from the Global South highlight these 
disparities in vivid terms. In Bogotá, Colombia, the 
city’s Ciclovía program repurposes streets for cyclists 
and pedestrians every Sunday, enabling equitable 
access to safe public space despite high car dependency 
(Montero, 2017). In Johannesburg, South Africa, urban 
regeneration projects like Maboneng Precinct have 
revitalized underused areas but also raised concerns 
about gentrification and exclusion (Visser & Kotze, 2008). 
These cases illustrate how community-led initiatives can 
advance inclusivity, while also underscoring the risk of 
exclusion if governance is not equity-focused.

Inclusive design strategies—such as universal 
design, gender-sensitive planning, and child-
friendly infrastructure—should be embedded into 
all interventions (UN-Habitat, 2020). Participatory 
planning models, including co-design workshops and 
neighborhood stewardship programs, empower residents 
to shape their environments, build social capital, and 
ensure sustained engagement (Fainstein, 2010; Lydon & 
Garcia, 2015).

4.2 Public Space in the Digital and Post-Pandemic 
Era

The intersection of digital technologies and public 
space has become increasingly prominent. While tools 
such as mobile participation platforms and augmented 
reality layers can enhance engagement (Townsend, 
2013), they raise ethical issues around surveillance, data 
privacy, and the digital divide. This is particularly relevant 
in Global South cities where internet access and digital 
literacy remain uneven (Cruz & Harindranath, 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic emphasized the necessity of 
flexible, safe, and health-promoting public spaces. Tactical 
urbanism—such as pop-up bike lanes in Mexico City or 
temporary open-air markets in Manila—demonstrated 

Table 2. Thematic Categories of Public Space in the 21st Century (Synthesis from 95 Sources).

Theme Description Representative Functions & 
Examples Selected References

1. Inclusive & Adaptive Urban 
Design

Designing spaces to accommodate 
diverse users and adapt to evolving 
needs, incorporating universal design 
principles and climate-responsive 
features.

Accessible parks, child-friendly 
streets, gender-sensitive 
lighting.

Gehl (2011); Carmona (2019)

2. Civic Identity & Resistance Public spaces as sites for political 
activism, cultural identity formation, 
and grassroots mobilization.

Protest squares, cultural 
festivals in plazas, heritage 
markets.

Mitchell (2003); Harvey 
(2012)

3. Participatory Governance Community-led planning and 
co-management models that enhance 
local stewardship.

Co-designed waterfront 
promenades, neighborhood-
managed parks.

Fainstein (2010); Lydon & 
Garcia (2015)

4. Spatial Inequality Disparities in access and quality of public 
spaces, often linked to socio-economic 
status, ethnicity, or geography.

Underserved peri-urban green 
spaces, informal settlements 
lacking plazas.

Soja (2010); Watson (2009)

5. Privatization & 
Commodification

Commercial control and securitization of 
space limiting public use and inclusivity.

Business Improvement Districts, 
privatized waterfronts.

Zukin (2010); Sorkin (1992)

Source: Authors, 2025.
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that low-cost, rapid interventions can provide immediate 
benefits while informing longer-term planning (Honey-
Rosés et al., 2020).

4.3. Recommendations (Global South Inclusion)
While global urban policy discourse often draws 

heavily on Global North examples, lessons from the 
Global South can inform more context-sensitive planning:

1)	 Leverage informality as a strength – Recognize 
that informal public spaces, such as street 
vending areas in Ho Chi Minh City or Nairobi’s 
matatu stages, play essential economic and 
social roles (Bromley, 2000).

2)	 Prioritize community co-management – In 
Kerala, India, local government and residents 
jointly manage public open spaces, ensuring 
maintenance and cultural relevance (Prasad, 
2019).

3)	 Ensure resilience in resource-limited contexts 
– Cities with constrained budgets can adapt 
open spaces using low-cost, participatory design 
methods, as seen in participatory park upgrades 
in Medellín, Colombia.

Integrating these approaches into broader policy 
frameworks can help ensure that public space governance 
advances equity, inclusivity, and resilience in diverse 
urban settings.

5. CONCLUSIONS AND LIMITATIONS

Conclusions
The contemporary urban landscape is undergoing 

rapid transformation, shaped by forces including 
globalization, digitalization, climate change, and growing 
socio-economic inequality. Within this evolving context, 
public space re-emerges not only as a physical or 
geographical construct but as a socio-political and cultural 
arena central to identity formation, community resilience, 
and urban equity (Lefebvre, 1991; Harvey, 2012).

By synthesizing 95 scholarly works published 
between 2000 and 2024, this review identifies five key 
thematic domains—inclusive design, civic identity and 
resistance, participatory governance, spatial inequality, 
and privatization/commodification—that together frame 
the transformation of public space in the 21st century. 
Importantly, the analysis underscores that socio-economic 
and technological changes have diversified the uses and 
meanings of public space rather than wholly restructuring 
its physical forms.

To ground these findings historically, it is important 
to acknowledge the pre-2000 legacy of urban public space 

scholarship and practice—from the modernist functional 
zoning of the mid-20th century (Jacobs, 1961; Whyte, 
1980) to late-20th-century critiques emphasizing social 
production of space and participatory design (Carr et al., 
1992). These earlier frameworks laid the foundation for 
current debates on multifunctionality, hybridization, and 
spatial justice.

From a policy perspective, city-level strategies can 
operationalize these insights:

Barcelona’s Superblocks demonstrate how 
reconfiguring street networks can prioritize pedestrians, 
improve air quality, and foster social interaction (Mueller 
et al., 2020).

Medellín’s Library Parks illustrate how investment 
in culturally relevant public infrastructure can advance 
both spatial equity and community engagement (Brand & 
Dávila, 2011).

Singapore’s Active, Beautiful, Clean Waters 
Programme integrates ecological resilience into public 
waterfront design (PUB Singapore, 2018).

Embedding such interventions within local planning 
frameworks can ensure that public spaces are governed 
and designed to maximize inclusivity, resilience, and 
socio-economic vitality.

Limitations
While this review contributes to the interdisciplinary 

discourse on public space, several limitations should be 
acknowledged:

Scope and Language Constraints – The focus on 
English-language, peer-reviewed literature may exclude 
important regional studies, indigenous knowledge 
systems, or innovative practices documented in other 
languages or non-academic formats, potentially skewing 
the geographic and cultural representation.

Temporal Scope – The main dataset covers 
publications from 2000 to 2024, which captures 
recent shifts in urban design and governance but 
underrepresents earlier formative works unless explicitly 
integrated in the discussion.

Methodological Boundaries – The use of a narrative, 
integrative review—while allowing for thematic 
depth—introduces subjectivity in source selection and 
interpretation. Bias mitigation strategies were applied, 
but full reproducibility is constrained compared to formal 
systematic reviews.

Lack of Empirical Validation – Without primary 
fieldwork or empirical testing, the practical applicability 
of the conceptual framework may vary depending on 
local socio-political and economic contexts. Future 
studies could validate these insights through case-based 
comparative research across diverse urban settings.
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Despite these limitations, the review offers 
a conceptual roadmap for scholars, practitioners, 
and policymakers seeking to advance spatial justice, 
inclusive design, and multifunctional integration in 
public space governance. As cities navigate challenges 
of growth, inequality, and ecological crisis, equitable and 
participatory public space planning remains a critical 
pathway toward more cohesive, adaptive, and just urban 
futures.
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